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F R A N K
B.
H O L B R O O K

*

WEDNESDAY
CRUCIFICATION
Was C hrist crucified on Wednesday?
A T ot according to the Scriptures,
m This misconception is based on
m a failure to grasp the language
M idiom of the Bible and its
.. 1 method of “inclusive reckoning” It stems from one statement in
which Jesus used the phraseology of
Jonah 1:17: “For as Jonas was three
days and three nights in the whale’s
belly, so shall the Son of man be
three days and three nights in the
heart of the earth” (Matt. 12:40,
KJV).***
Assuming that Jesus arose on Saturday afternoon (a misinterpretation of a linguistic obscurity in
Matthew 28:1-12), proponents of
this view say Jesus meant a death
period of 72 hours; hence, they say,
he must have died on Wednesday
afternoon. It is faulty exegesis, however, which fails to take into account

all that the Scriptures have to say on
a given subject and which interprets
the ancient scriptural idioms using
the thought patterns of the modern
West.
Jesus also used other terms to
refer to this time interval, such as “in
three days” he would raise his body
temple (John 2:19-21); “after three
days” he would rise again (Mark
8:31); and he would be “raised again
the third day” (Matt. 16:21). It is
obvious, unless we accuse Jesus of
contradicting himself, that all four
phrases deal with the same event
and that the time interval must also
be the same.
*Frank B. Holbrook was Editor of the
Journal of the Adventist Theological
Society. He is the author of hundreds
of articles and several books.
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23:52), or as Mark says, “the day
before the sabbath” (15:42). Joseph
of Arimathea and others hastily laid
the body in a new rock sepulcher late
in the afternoon. The record then
reads, “they returned and prepared
spices and ointments; and rested the
sabbath day according to the comm andm ent” (Luke 23:56). This
would be the next day after the crucifixion.
Without a break, Luke continues
the sequence: “Now upon the first
day of the week., . . . they came unto
the sepulchre. . . . And they found
the stone rolled away” (Luke 24:1,2).
This would be Sunday morning. The
two disciples walking to Emmaus on
this same “first day” asserted to their
unknown companion (Jesus), “to
day is the third day since these things
were done,” that is, since the crucifixion, by inclusive count (Luke
24:12,21).
Now trace the sequence backward
in Luke: (1) Sunday, the “first day” of
week, is reckoned as the third day
since the crucifixion. (2) What day of
the week precedes the first day? Obviously, the seventh day, commonly
called Saturday. Luke says it was “the
sabbath day according to the commandment” (23:56). This commandment can be none other than the
fourth precept of the Ten Commandment law, since it alone specifies
observance of the seventh-day Sabbath (Ex. 20:8-11). The seventh day,
or the Sabbath, would then be the sec-

To the Hebrew mind, such
expressions as “three days and three
nights” (Jonah 1:17), “forty days and
forty nights” (Gen. 7:12; Ex. 24:18),
“seven days and seven nights” (Job
2:13), simply meant so many calendar days—with no stress on exact
hours. According to Matthew, Jesus
was in the wilderness “forty days and
forty nights” (Matt. 4:2). But Mark
and Luke regard this only as “forty
days” (Mark 1:13; Luke 4:2). Thus in
phrasing his statement from Jonah,
Jesus simply meant “three days” in a
general sense and not exactly 72
hours as a Western mind might
think. In fact, the Pharisees who
heard this statement asked for a
guard “until the third day” (Matt.
27:64), not for 72 hours.
There really is no problem in
counting the time interval of our
Lord’s death if we remember the
common biblical method of “inclusive reckoning.” This method counts
the first and last of a series as wholes
even if in a time series the first and
last days (or years) are only parts.
Jesus used inclusive counting when
he said, “I do cures to day and to
morrow, and the third day I shall be
perfected” (Luke 13:32).
In the Gospel of Luke, the threeday sequence of the death and resurrection of Jesus is so simply stated
that none need be confused. (See
Luke 23:46 to 24:2, 13, 21.) The day
that Jesus died was “the preparation,
and the sabbath drew on” (Luke
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ond day after the crucifixion. (3) What
weekday comes before the seventh
day? Clearly it is the sixth day, which
the Jews have long considered “the
preparation day” for the observance
of the Sabbath (see Exodus 16). Our
Lord died on “the preparation day”
according to the Scriptures. The disciples would have reckoned it as day
one in their inclusive count.
Proponents of the Wednesday
theory argue that the period of
Christs death must have been longer
than the time lapse between Friday
and early Sunday because the Greek
term for “sabbath” in Matthew 28:1
is plural and should be translated,
“after the sabbaths.” This, they say,
shows that both the Passover ritual
sabbath and the seventh-day Sabbath had occurred.
However, it is a phenomenon of
the Greek language that the plural
form of sabbaton often has a singular
sense (cf., for example, Matthew
12:1: Mark 1:21; 2:23; Luke 4:16;
13:10, etc., in which the plural form
occurs, but the sense is singular).
That Matthew 28:1 is simply referring to the seventh-day Sabbath as
having passed (“after the sabbath,”
NRSV) is made evident by Marks
account of the identical experience.
Where Matthew says, “In the end of
the sabbath” (KJV)/ “after the sabbath” (RSV); and gives the plural
form of sabbatony Mark says, “And
when the sabbath was past” (KJV,
RSV), and gives the singular form.

The fact remains, though, that
both a ritual (Passover) and a seventh-day Sabbath did occur that
weekend. Jesus’ crucifixion on Nisan
14, the eve of the Passover (his death
occurring about the time of the
evening sacrifice) would have been
followed at sunset by Nisan 15, and
the eating of the Passover in its early
hours, while Christ rested in the
grave. In this instance, the ritual sabbath of the 15th and the seventh-day
Sabbath occurred together, making
that Nisan 15 a “high day” (John
19:31).
The significance of the account in
Matthew 28:1-4 is that it depicts the
angelic action in opening Christ’s
tomb at some early hour on the first
day of the week, implying the Saviour’s resurrection following that
act. Proponents of the theory also
affirm that the term “preparation
day” never refers to Friday as preparation for the Sabbath, but rather
that it refers to the preparation for
the ritual sabbath.
In this connection, it may be of
interest to observe how Hebrew
scholars regard the time of Jesus’
death. The Jewish Encyclopedia
states, “According to the Gospels,
Jesus died on Friday, the eve of Sabbath” (4:374). Obviously, then, these
writers must understand “the preparation” to indicate Friday, for “the
eve of Sabbath” refers to the day
before the seventh-day Sabbath.
John notes that they were also
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If Jesus died on a Wednesday afternoon and was partially
embalmed, there would have been no need for the women to come
Sunday morning to complete the task. The time lapse would
have been too great Even Martha demurred when Christ wished the
tomb of the fully embalmed Lazarus, who had been dead for
four days, to be opened (John 11:39).

preparing for the Passover (John
19:14).
It may also be observed that the
theory (in its attempt to demonstrate
a 72-hour death) makes meaningless
the coming of the women on the first
day of the week to anoint the body of
Christ with spices. If Jesus died on a
Wednesday afternoon and was partially embalmed, there would have
been no need for the women to come
Sunday morning to complete the
task. The time lapse would have been
too great. Even Martha demurred
when Christ wished the tomb of the
fully embalmed Lazarus, who had
been dead for four days, to be opened
(John 11:39).
Though Christianity has at times
apostatized and has corrupted her

doctrines, it seems incredible that she
could ever forget the two days on
which two of her most notable events
occurred—the death and resurrection of the Lord Jesus. The basic
gospel or Good News is rooted to
these two historic events. Christianity, as far back as its records go,
has known only these facts: that Jesus
died on the sixth day, or Friday, rested
in the tomb on the Sabbath, and rose
sometime very early in the morning
of the first day, or Sunday—the “third
day according to the scriptures” (1
Cor. 15:4).
□*

**Unless otherwise indicated, all Bible texts
in this article are quoted from the King James
Version.
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